Some Observations on Negative 
Forms in Tamil 

The origin of negative forms in a language might be as old as the origin of 
the positive forms in that language. The history of literary Tamil extends over 
a period of not less than two thousand years and negative forms in Tamil could 
be traced in the eai liest literary works. Grammarians sometimes fail to record 
important features of the language. The failure of Tolkappiyanar to treat 
negative forms in Tolkappiyam, the earliest among extant Tamil grammars, 
which even modern linguistics acclaim as excellent in many respects, can be 
explained only in that way. Though Tolkappiyanar had used a few negative 
forms in his grammar and though some references in that grammar, point to 
his awareness of negative formation in Tamil, he had not treated negative forms 
as such. Medieval Tamil grammars, like Viracoliyam which makes some bold 
innovations in grammatical theory and Nannul which is relatively faithful to the 
school of Tolkappiyam, have some inadequate references to negative forms, 
already existing in Tamil literature and inscriptions of their age. Beschi, the 
well-known Tamil scholar who hailed from Italy, was the first to recognize the 
importance of negative forms in Tamil. Also known as Viramamunivar, his 
talents found expression as a poet, an author, a lexicographer and a grammar- 
ian. He treats negatives in Section VII of his work A Grammar of the Common 
Dialect of the Tamil Language which he published in A.D. 1728. 

According to Beschi, negative is a mood. Caldwell (page 468) feels that 
negative is a voice rather than a mood. Professor T. P. Meenakshisundaram 
(page 215) corrects Caldwell and supports Beschi in the following words:— 
‘‘The voice has to do with the relationship between the subject and the verb, 
the verb and its object or the verb and some other noun whilst mood has to do 
with the various kinds of the event in relation to desireability, reality, contin- 
gency, etc.” This paper will be listing a number of observations on negative 
forms in literary and spoken Tamil. For observations on negative mood in the 
literary language, the treatment of negatives in Ilakkanaccurukkam (A Brief- 
Grammar, pages 119-137) by Arumuka Navalar had been utilised. This re 
mains the best contribution, so far, to the section on negatives by the school of 
traditional Tamil grammar. For observations on negative forms in the spoken 
language, Jaffna dialect of Tamil, which is the speech variety of the author of 
this paper, had been utilised. 

Considerable work had already been done on negative forms in Tamil 
after Arumuka Navalar. Caldwell, a pioneer of Comparative Dravidian Lin- 
guistics, was a contemporary of Navalar. Through the comparative method, he 
had shown that the Tamil-Telegu-Canarese negative is altogether destitute of 
signs of tense. Jules Bloch carried further the work of Caldwell by comparing- 
the negative formations in many Dravidian tribal languages. P. S. Subrah- 
manya Sastri who had the advantage of a better knowledge of Tamil, when 
compared to Caldwell and Jules Bloch, had dealt with negative formation in six 
types. Alfred Master had done painstaking and critical work on negatives in 
Dravidian and had published his findings in his paper on the Zero Negative in 
Dravidian. Professor V. I. Subrahmaniam’s paper on negatives, published 
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about eighteen years ago, can be considered the latest worthy contribution in 
this field. He was mainly concerned with new segmentation of Tamil negative 
forms and his study was mainly based on Purandnuru, a classical text. 



This paper on negatives in Tamil concentrates on aspects which had re- 
ceived little or no attention from the other scholars. What has been attempted 
here, is mainly a grammatical study to clarify certain issues and so the most 
comprehensive exposition in a traditional Tamil grammar was chosen as 
the starting point. Navalar had mentioned three negative particles: — 
a, a! and il. Through comparative studies, Caldwell came to the conclusion 
that the negative particle should have been a and not a. Before proceeding 
further, it is only proper to show the difficulty in the proper segmantation of 
Tamil negative forms. This particle is easily recognisable in third person finite 
verbs : — 



masculine singular 
feminine singular 
epicene plural 
neuter singular 
neuter plural 



: nata + (v)aa+n 
: nata+(v)aa + l 
: nata + (v)aa + r 
: nata-\-(v)aa+tu 
: na(a + (v)aa 



‘not walk-he’. 

‘not walk-she’. 

‘not walk-they (rational).’ 
‘not walk-it’. 

‘not walk-they (irrational).' 



How to isolate person-number-gender (PNG) markers from negative particle, 
is a problem here. If aa ( a ) occurring in the above forms is taken as negative 
particle, terminations n, l, r and tu can be said to denote masculine singular, 
feminine singular, epicene plural and neuter singular respectively. But this 
approach fails to explain the neuter plural verb as neuter plural termination is 
not available there. The traditional Tamil grammarian gets over this difficulty 
by postulating the PNG markers as an for masculine singular, al for feminine 
singular, ar for rational plural, atu for neuter singular and a for neuter plural. 
In sandhi, the short a in each of the forms gets elided before the preceding long a. 
If the negative particle is taken as short a, elision of the following a in each of 
the PNG markers need not be postulated. 



But it should be noted here that neither the long & nor the short a is ade- 
quate to explain the first person and the second person finite negative forms. 



first person singular 
first person plural 
second person singular 
second person plural 



: nala + (v)een ‘not walk-I.’ 

: nata + (v)oom ‘not walk- we.’ 

: nata+(v)aay ‘not walk-you.’ 

: nata+(v)iir ‘not walk-you (plural).’ 



Alfred Master was led to formulate his theory on the zeroi morpheme because 
of these difficulties. But it should be noted here that d was isolated as a negative 
particle by Tamil grammarians quite early. If a was given up as negative 
particle, it becomes difficult to segment negative participles like natavaatu, 
natavaata and natavaamai. Hence, V. I. Subramaniam was led to propose new 
segmentation for these forms. But it will be sufficient for the purpose of 
this study to take this particle as a/a. 



The particle a) a can occur only as a suffix. The word suffix answers for 
itainilai (that which stands in between) and vikuti (that which occurs at the 
end) in the structure of verbs in Tamil grammar. Alfred Master seems to use 
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A. VELUPPILLAI 



the terms infix for itainilai and suffix for vikuti when he says that a as infix and 
as suffix is peculiar to Tamil and Malayalam languages only, among the Dravi- 
dian languages. If Gleason’s definition of infix (page 73) as a morpheme which 
is inserted into the stem with which it is associated is accepted, then Tamil 
verbs cannot be said to have infixes. Gleason’s definition of suffixes (page 59) 
as affixes which follow the root with which they are most closely associated can 
accommodate both the itainilai and the vikuti of Tamil verbs. Whether ajd 
and the other negative particles should be referred to as itainilai or vikuti re- 
mained a matter of controversy with the traditional Tamil grammarians. As 
negative suffix aid, the one most used among these suffixes, displaces tense suffi- 
xes which usually form itainilai in Tamil verb, and as that negative suffix is 
followed by PNG markers in finite verbs, the designation itainilai might have 
appeared appropriate. 

In adjectival participles and in gerunds or adverbial participles, parallel 
forms are found: — 

otd kkutirai ‘horse which does not run’ otdta kutirai ‘horse which does not 

run.’ 

talara natantan ‘walked without lassitude (h 6)' jtalardtu natantan ‘walked 
without lassitude (he).’ 

According to the traditional interpretation, the forms at the beginning (old 
kkutirai and talara natantan) are derived from the parallel forms. But the 
earlier forms are preferred in poetry and in early Tamil literature. V. I. Sub- 
ramaniam also has noted this fact. The latter parallel forms otdta kutirai and 
talaratu natantan are preferred in prose and in latter Tamil literature. There- 
fore, it appears quite probable that the truth is the reverse of the traditional 
interpretation, i.e. otd kkutirai and talara natantan should have been the earlier 
forms when compared to their parallel forms. 

Unlike the particle afd, the negative al and il also occur as bases for some 
kurippu vinai or appellative verbs. The verbs, formed from these bases, do not 
take tense markers and they are sometimes termed defective verbs. The form il 
can be said to be a contradictory negative while the form al can be said to be a 
contrary negative. This contrary negative denies only the particular thing indi- 
cated, i.e., it will mean that the thing indicated is something else. PNG markers 
are added to both bases:— ' 

allan ‘not h Q'jilan ‘he is not’ 

a llal ‘not she’ filal ‘she is not’ 

allar ‘not they '/ilar ‘they are not’ 

alia ‘not they (neuter) ’///a ‘they (neuter) are not’ 

allay ‘not you ’/ilay ‘you are not’ 

allir ‘not you '/ilir ‘you are not’ 

alien ‘not me’/r/en ‘I am not’ 

allem ‘not w Q'/ilem ‘we are not.’ 

Here, PNG markers of masculine singular, feminine singular, epicene plural, 
neuter plural, second person singular, second person plural, first person sin- 
gular and first person plural are respectively added to the two negative bases. 
It is not possible to explain why the form al has almost always its consonant 



